From a Newbie’s Point of View – Part Two: Owner Handling to the TOP FIVE
by Jane and Patrick Smith 
Well, we’re still newbies, by definition (May, 2006 will mark six years in the world of dog showing).  In 2004 when we wrote an article for the last handbook, we didn’t know what we know now: that’s what is wonderful about being a newbie – somewhat more or less clueless or naïve.  So, in ’04 we decided to special our first Cardigan who had finished quickly at eight and a half months in 2001.  

Now, before proceeding, we want to be clear that when we say “owner handling” we mean that the dog is owned by the people who handle that dog.  AND, those owners do NOT accept money from others to handle other dogs.  We’re amateurs; not professionals in the field of dog showing.  Do we take this seriously?  You bet!  Do we take money for it?  NOT!
So, once again, we’ll revert to our previous article and use the word “CLUELESS” to outline this article:


Character – not as in “what a character;” rather as in ethical and good

sportsmanship

Learning – it’s a steep learning curve when Specialing as a newbie

Understanding – of what occurs “behind the scenes”

Economics – it costs a considerable amount of money – make sure you


have it or have a backer.


Loyalty – to the dogs, family, friends, and the sport of showing dogs

Excess – Specialing a dog can lead to excess – BEWARE!


Stamina – better have it; you’ll need it!


Strength – better have it; you’ll REALLY need it!

CHARACTER

At our first show of 2004, our bitch took breed over several other ranked Specials.  Jane was so excited, she was hoopin’ and hollerin’ and jumping up and down to the point that, later, the judge asked her if our bitch should have won that day.  During that same weekend, when our bitch didn’t win the breed, Jane was so disgusted with watching a professional handler doing her “antics” with the Cardigan judge prior to the judging and won that day, Jane stormed off to find someone who would listen to her “boo-hooing.”

 Jane found a friend who was Specialing his Dachshund.  Jane walked up and started ranting and raving about the behavior of the Cardigan handler.  Jane went on and on about the unprofessional behavior and was on a roll until our friend finally got her attention and said, “Shut up!”  Well, Jane was so offended!  How could someone tell her to shut up?  Never mind that a judge was within earshot and overheard her “antics.” 

Our friend was right, and Jane still thanks him periodically for teaching us two tremendously valuable lessons that weekend:  
     • NEVER talk or act out about the outcome of the judging until well away from  
       the show ring/area.

     • Win AND lose with grace.

Now, it took us a little while longer to figure it out (and some may say that we haven’t yet <G>), but we have a strong sense of character and both of us were determined to learn to be graceful and QUIET!

Later that same month, we encountered a situation that once again became a character building moment.  Patrick was in the ring and the judge had told him to go stand in a certain place.  The judge proceeded to tell two other exhibitors to go to the same place unbeknownst to any of the three.  After the judging, one of those exhibitors followed Patrick out of the ring and was not able to engage him in a discussion.  This exhibitor located Jane ringside and started in about how Patrick was this and he was that.  It was very apparent that this exhibitor was agitated and very upset.  She continued on saying that Jane always side with her husband (see Loyalty below) and strongly grabbed Jane’s wrist, pulling Jane toward her until Jane loudly said, “Let go of me right now!”  Needless to say, there was a great deal of tears and drama:  ALL over a dog show!  So, that day lead to another lesson:
     • Do NOT engage in conversation with a person who is obviously agitated AT 
       YOU!

We didn’t learn that one right off the bat, either.  Later in the year, we were at a show and, once again, an exhibitor was agitated with Patrick (yeah, yeah, it’s HIS entire fault – hahaha NOT).  The exhibitor started yelling at Jane ringside again, and Jane melted into tears.  A friend of ours that is a professional handler and a member of our all breed club, Ken Griffith, took Jane aside, put his arm around her shoulder, and shared how he handles such situations.  He said to think of a duck in the middle of a pond in the midst of a huge rainstorm.  He said what the duck does is tuck his head under his wing and waits for the rain to stop.  So, when someone confronts ringside, say something like, “I can see that you’re upset.  When you’ve calmed down, I’d be more than happy talking with you, but right now I’m going to go get a cup of coffee or tea.”  And walk away!  
We are happy to report that this exhibitor took the time to write a note of apology which was received with appreciation and relief.  We consider ourselves to be friends with this exhibitor, admire her, and appreciate her knowledge. Lessons:
     • When you’ve done something that is obviously hurtful to another, apologize

        -- it does wonderful things – keep the lines of communication open

     • Be like a duck on a pond in a storm: tuck your head under your wing and 
       wait for the rain to stop

LEARNING AND UNDERSTANDING
Specialing a dog is like going through a masters program at college.  It’s one thing to take a dog into the classes to finish it; it’s a whole other level to campaign a dog.  We had no clue what goes on during a campaign.  We were told by mentors that Specialing a dog to a Top Five position would require 100 shows in a year.  Also, advertising in the dog magazines was highly recommended.  More than half way into the year, we learned that exhibitors send their win pictures to judges with a note of thanks.  Also, it was recommended that we not just spend a year campaigning our dog – it can take up to three years to get a dog into the Top Five, and owner/handling a dog can mean not achieving that at all.  We could only take a year to do whatever we could in the rankings.  
When we had shown Autumn in the puppy classes, we washed her, combed her, and she air-dried; then we showed her.  Professional handlers came forward during the course of the year and taught Jane how to groom our dog for the Group ring.  One judge even directed us to someone this judge believed to be a master groomer.    

Not only is grooming important, so is handling.  We remember several of the professional handlers also giving Patrick suggestions to improve his presentation of Autumn in the ring.  And one “old timer,” Paul Slaboda, grabbed Patrick from the halls of the National hotel in Portland to take him into Paul’s room to share some better handling techniques.  Paul grew to be one of Patrick’s main mentors – he will be so sadly missed in our lives!

Actually, some of our best lessons came from one judge in particular who saw our “raw” skills, if you will.  He spent hours upon hours “coaching” us in all sorts of ways.  We will always be grateful for the interest he took in us and our dog – we believe his mentoring is one of the key reasons we did as well as we did with Autumn in 2004. 

Some more lessons we came to understand and learn: “chasing” a judge is done regularly – if that judge likes your dog, take the dog to the judge.  Some exhibitors state that going to the same judge more than three times is ill-advised (sort of a rule of thumb).  Some exhibitors enter shows that occur on the same weekend in different places, then choose which shows to go to depending on the numbers (remember: ranking is based upon the number of dogs defeated – the more dogs entered and show, the more dogs defeated) – I think we “double” entered one time during the year.  We tracked our dogs defeated points at the AKC website where we paid $4 each time we ordered a report.  We tracked them here because they come out sooner than in the dog magazines.  So, here are some more lessons we learned to understand:
     • Enter 100 shows (or close to) in the year of a campaign 

     • Consider advertising, especially at the start of the campaign

     • Consider sending BOB and/or Group Win pictures to the judge

     • Three years of campaigning improves possibility of higher ranking

     • Grooming IS important!

     • Handling IS important!

     • Judges may turn out to be a coach/mentor – accept their help

     • Chase a judge – serious competitors DO IT!

     • Count how many times you’ve been to the same judge – it might affect the 

       outcome (???)

     • Consider “double entering” shows and seeing which ones have the most 
       points available

     • Track your dog’s defeated points at the AKC site
ECONOMICS

When we undertook the campaign, we were told we would most likely spend somewhere between $50,000 and $100,000.  We did not spend nearly that much, but did spend thousands of dollars on entries, gas, airfare, equipment, advertising, hotels, car rentals, and eating out.  We also purchased an RV and truck so we could stay on grounds when showing in our home state.


We did not have a “backer” during our campaign, but some exhibitors are able to locate fanciers or other supporters who are willing to finance a campaign.  Professional handlers are usually more connected to backers and are better able to negotiate such an agreement.


During the course of the campaign, we did not consider the choice of turning over Autumn to professional handlers although we were approached many times to do just that.  We think it may have been less expensive (both financially and emotionally) to have a professional handle our dog.  Instead, we chose to stick to our long time agreement of handling our own dogs no matter what the level of competition.  


A word of caution: we spoke with people throughout the year who told stories of themselves or others who lost their houses, went into considerable debt, and/or used all their retirements/investments to finance a campaign.  Bottom line lessons: 
     • Have enough discretionary funds to finance a campaign or locate a backer

     • If you’re addicted to the “win” and are willing to do “anything” to get the 
       “high” that comes with the “win,” then get help:  it isn’t worth the losses!     
LOYALTY
One definition of loyalty is the act of binding yourself (intellectually or emotionally) to a course of action.  That is almost an understatement from our experiencing a “campaign” of Specialing our own dog.  When we undertook the commitment to rank Autumn in the Top Five and get an invitation to Westminster, we became loyal to that goal.  Along the way, we were challenged in more ways than we ever expected.  Every weekend we were out showing after working fifty plus hours in our respective careers as a Senior Engineer and as a Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist/Life Enhancement Coach.  We had to learn to balance showing/careers and still remain connected with our family and friends and our other dogs that weren’t showing.   

At the end of the year and ninety shows behind us, we had time to reflect on what we had done.  We realized that not only had we remained loyal to each other, to our commitment, our dogs, our friends, and our family, we had also received immense loyalty from our dogs, our friends, and our family. 

Several experiences come to mind when reminiscing about that year.  One, we had been counting points (an important thing to do when ranking) and knew that the last day to qualify for Westminster was upon us.  Literally, our dog was going to have to win that day and all dogs entered were going to have to show.  One of the exhibitors mentioned that she was pulling her dog because she didn’t have someone to show him and her mother wasn’t able to assist.  We asked if she would let the dog show if we could find someone to handle the dog.  She agreed.  We quickly rallied the Cardi people and explained the situation.  A person stepped forward to show the dog (and did an excellent competitive job!), the judge awarded our dog the Best of Breed, and we retained the fifth position to gain the Westminster invitation.  Whew!  Thanks to the loyalty of friends, we achieved one of our goals that year.  So, the next lesson:

     • Ask for what you want – you may get it!  And, be grateful!
We have our favorite memories of that campaign year: the funniest, the friendliest, the saddest, the best, the worst, the most ridiculous, etc.  The best falls under loyalty in that we found that wherever we went across this country, we encountered Cardi people who are loyal to the sport and well being of dogs.  When we traveled to Kansas City, Missouri, we acquired our friendliest memory.  We didn’t know who would be at these shows, but once we got there the Kansas City “crew” took us under their wings, spending time with us in their discussion of dogs, their meals, and their furthering education of Cardidom.  Carolyn and Richard Huff, their son, Tom, and his wife, Janet, Norma Chandler, Jacque Schatz and her husband, Don Glenn, all provided us with valuable information about our breed and the art of showing/breeding/handling.  We still talk about our times with these people and how their loyalty to this sport spilled over into our lives.  Of course, we cherish that time even more with the loss of Carolyn -- our best thoughts to her family and friends.  With that, one of the most important lessons:

     • Take the time along the way to learn from others – they are a wealth of 

        information!

EXCESS
Confucius said, “Excess weakens the spirits.” As stated above, showing can become an addiction.  Balance is important in life.  Why write about this?  Because to some, it is not obvious that they are becoming addicted (denial is the cornerstone of addiction).  When something starts getting in the way of your day-to-day living, when you start craving something because it isn’t available, then take stock of what is happening. People lose money, integrity, dogs, reputations, other people, and themselves when the “win” becomes more important than the fun and camaraderie that are found in dog showing.
More than once, we reminded each other why we show:  to do something together that brings us joy, happiness, and pleasure.  There were times during the campaign that we were not necessarily experiencing those things, and we had to reassess what we were doing.  Keeping a balance between the campaign and other aspects of our lives became the key to avoiding excess.  We began asking ourselves and each other:  Are we having fun?  If we were doubting that, we talked through it and figured out how to re-introduce fun into the campaign.  Our lesson:

     • Frequently examine our own behavior and the choices we are making

STAMINA

Showing almost every weekend with full time careers was very demanding for us.  Plus, traveling two, or more, hours each way to show grounds, either staying at a hotel or setting up the RV, taking care of the dogs away from home, etc. took its toll on us.  We had to learn to pace ourselves.  We learned that we weren’t eating as healthily as we could have – our health and weight were affected by the year on the campaign trail.  Our dog also had to have stamina, so we made sure she was eating particularly well and added extra supplements to her diet.  We also provided regular chiropractic care, massage, and check ups with our vet.  So, here are a few more lessons:
      • Pace ourselves and watch for burn out

      • Eat healthy (us and the dog)

      • Watch weight (us and the dog) – stress affects it

      • Take some time off from showing AT the shows – go sightseeing, shopping,

         whatever to get away from it all for a little while

      • Consider adding supplements, chiropractic care, and massage (good for us;

        good for the dog!)


Under stamina comes our most “ridiculous” memory.  We had been at the National and it was the final day of competition.  Autumn received an Award of Merit, so we wanted a picture, BUT we had to catch a plane back to San Francisco that night.  We got the picture, made it to the airport, and arrived in San Fran around 10:30PM.  BUT, were we headed home?  NO!  We were driving from San Francisco to Oregon to show on Sunday (yep, chasing a judge).  At about 3:00AM in the morning, we arrived into the town where our hotel was, but could not find it.  Jane spotted a sheriff doing a pedestrian stop, so she convinced Patrick to pull over so she could ask the cop where the hotel was.  The officer approached the passenger side of the truck, Jane rolled down her window, and the officer proceeded to compliment us on our new truck.  The “boys” began a conversation about trucks at three A.M. IN THE MORNING.  Fifteen minutes later, Jane finally convinced the officer to abandon the truck conversation so we could get directions to our hotel and, maybe get some sleep before showing.  Oh, and Autumn took a Group One later that day. <VBG>  Lesson:
     • Mmmmm, not sure: laugh at your choices when they turn out to be extreme;

       perhaps, ridiculous?
STRENGTH


We had to have physical and emotional fortitude to do what we did – no doubt about it.  Jane, in particular, had difficulty with the “attacks” she endured during the course of that year.  Someone at the 2004 National told Jane something to the effect that the more you’re winning, the bigger the target on your back.  We experienced some horrific behavior from exhibitors.  We remember one time toward the end of the year when an exhibitor and her handler pulled their dogs after Autumn had won the breed and a group placement on the previous day.  After pulling their dogs, they sat nearby the ring and heckled us, making noises and loud comments about Autumn and Patrick.  It was recommended by several people (including two professional handlers) observing their behavior that we ask for a benching.  We declined to do so.  Why?  We had become so used to disruptive behavior, the year was so close to ending, we know what it’s like to be part of a benching committee (from our All Breed Club), and we just didn’t want to rock the boat.  Would we do so now?  Resoundingly, yes!  We have learned that benching is there for a good reason: it protects the exhibitors from others who cannot exhibit good sportsmanship.  Lessons:

      • The more you’re winning, the more you’re a target for disgruntled exhibitors
      • It takes strength to stand up and do what is best for the sport – bench when

        it’s clear that an exhibitor is WAY out of line!


As a balance to the few negative experiences we’ve shared in this article, let us say that we wouldn’t trade ANY of the moments during 2004 because the positives FAR outweigh the negatives.  We formed what we believe are lifelong friendships with dog fanciers across this nation.  We found strength in our marriage when others attempted to “divide and conquer.”  We found strength with the support of our mentors – people who approached us to guide us, teach us, and honor us with their friendship and immense knowledge.   They are too numerous to mention here – feel free to approach either Patrick or Jane – we’d love to talk with you and tell you who helped us along our year of Campaigning to the Top Five.
This article is dedicated to Paul Slaboda (we finished the article on your birthday, Paul – thanks for the guidance, once again!).
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